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ABSTRACT 

The relationship between sensorimotor performance and 
communicative ability in 18 autistic children (40 to 108 months old) 
was studied. The children were administered the Means-End and 
Operati.onal Causality scales from the Ordinal Scales of Psychological 
Development. In addition, the Ss were assessed" cn four measures of 
verbal and nonverbal competence: (1) a teacher rating of the child's 
typical method of communication, (2) two classroom observations of 
spontaneous and prompted nonverbal/verbal communicative behavior,* (3) 
the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, and (4) six standardized tasks 
designed to elicit communicative responses. No prevalent pattern of 
pre-Stage V sensorimotor performance was found. While communicative 
capabilities varied substantially across* the children, sensorimotor 
performance was consistently at or above Stage V in all cases, and \ 
predominantly at or above Stage $1. The relationship between 
sensorimotor performance and communicative ability that has been 
found in several studies of both normal and retarded children was not 
replicated in this sample of autistic children. While these results 
do not disprove the theory that Stage V sensorimotor skills are 
necessary for communicative development, they do suggest that 
achieving t^hat level of skill does not predict advanced communicative 
ability. It is suggested that future research assess the interface of 
developmental and behavioral psychology, and that greater effort be 
made to translate known/theorized developmental processes into 
intervention procedures for atypical populations. (SEW) 
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• Autistic^ children have o(Tt en been characteri 2 ?d as non* 
corrmunicat iv/. Those «fail to develop a spoken languaae do 
not naturaJrly substitute a communicative alternative^' Those who 
co speak tend not to use their language in a social communicative 
manner. -ve l ormenta l theorists have suggested that both nonver¬ 
bal arc verbal nor. communicativeness in autistic children may re¬ 
flect a lacR of 'ccgn it ive readiness'. In other words, aut tic 
children m 0 y not attempt to transmit nonverbal or verbal messages 

7 ' 

tecaose >#oy have failed to attain those specific levels of jpn- 

' JP 

sorino'tor 'compe tance believed tc be necessary for the development 

' ^ 
of intentional, a o a l-’d i r e c t cd communication. Many researchers, 

including 'uuarman', Sates and Snyder, have suggested that those 

t re r e gui s i te levels- of sensorimotor competance might be Stage V 

understanding o* nans-en/"relationships and operational 

causality. * These specific sen^rimotor cognitive achievements 

a i pear to te most predictive of subsequent communicative 

-\ 

a e ve l opm e n,t. The demonstration of such a relationship between 

» b ^ 

sensorimotor achievements and communicative l-anguage use in 
autistic children would provide a - strong argument for both cogni¬ 
tive assessment and cognitive pretraining prior to language 

• - " - l 

intervention. The present study was designed to assess the'rela- 
tionsh^p between sensorimotor performance and several measures of 
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t. . , • 

communicative ability in a ;rou[ o * autistic childre^* 

'ightrsn children (C a = AC - 1 " 3 months, m e a n„ C A = 7 c J' b 
months; = :C- - dA norths, mean = A-2 . 7 months) were selected 

i ‘ 

t > two i ndcrendent raters to participate in<a series o^f 


assessments. The children s a r t i s f i e d the combined,, criteria for 

l 

’he diagnosis o*° autism recommended iy-the National- Soci.ety for 

Autistic Children (19 7 £) and Gutter (1 9 7 S ) . Fach child has - ad*. 

< \ . ^ 

ministered the ** eans*l •ViV'^a n d Operational Causality scales from 
the u’Aji ri s and Hunt (1 r ) Ordinal’Sc a - ! es o> Psychological , 

„ V * 

y X 

t eve U'pnen't, audition,, e.ach was assessed on four measures of' 

' ^ i 

s x 'V 

1 «. • , 

verbal and ncr^vert, a l communicative c omp et arcvce : 

■) a teacher r a t i n i. 'pf the child's typic.al method of 
c om T-un i ca t\ ort,' t * 

. / 7 
7) two. • xtended classroom observations cf -spontaneous and 
prorrted , nonverbal and^vTrbal communicative behavior, 


7) the feabody Picture Vocabulary Test, and 


\\ 


A) sis standardized'tasks designee to elicit communicative \ 
resr ohses. Thesew^tasks and t h.e i r scoring system were talien 
'>Lfnp Vuwdri r man (19^3) and Snyder (1977) so as .to allow for 
comparison of the results -of the present study with pre¬ 
vious studies involving a variety of child populations.’ 

The res6Its d'o net suprort speculation that autistic chil- 

r~ 

dren characteristically perform at pre- r tage V levels of sensori- 

. k ' 

motor development. Or the *'eans- End scale, 17 of IS children 
performed at the Sta^e VI level. Of^the Operational Causality', 
scal*e, Id cf IS cMldren performed ajJthe Stage'VI level. All 
others performed at 'the' StageV leve,l. child \erformed below 

C ' - I ' r ' ' ' 

StJwgeV un either of j he sensorimotor assessments. Communicative 
performance, however, varied substantially across the children on 
all mea§uF ( es. % Childrenfranged from those who were bot-h nonver- 


t 




:al hk nci-communicativr to those w o were verbal a no spon¬ 
taneously communicative. PerfoYmancts on the various com^nunica- 

r 

t ive measures were highly intercorr<*latej and all communicative 

( ' - * . 

/' neasures correlated highly with m.ental a-ge. In previous Studies 

• v * ' 

■ -itn ‘oth normal and retarded children, preintenti'onal levels of 

corn unicat ion, as measured by the standardized set of elicitation 

P> V ^ 

. ^ ^ V 

i^skst were found to<£ ur relate with pre-Staqe V sens6rimotor" 
performance In the present Study, however, of^the 6 children 
« h c\e average levels of '.coit^unicat ive’. responding could be 
thdr'dcteri .ed as ^ re intents on al, all hut one performed at Stage 
VI on Loth of the sensorimotor measures. Performance on the sen- 


sorimotor 
1\ * 

'inunuotiyi 


”fdSjres' did not differentiate those whose average corn- 
response .as- nonvertal ano p re i n t e n t i on a l freyn those 


' ho consistently used spontaneous verbal communication. th^ , 

* 4 ‘ - 

chilcren'xto performed at Stage V on either sensorimotor scale 

t\ rded to perform most roorly on all measures o * co n(m\j nication. 

* 4 

l ouver, cr each cf those* communicative measures, cne or nrore of 

t * 

the children who h o c* de non s t r a t ed Stac.e VI levels of sensorimotor 

t 

skill performed as poorly or more poorly. . . «• 

' » * 

\ ^ ' 

In summary, no prevalent pattern o 4 pre-Stage V» sensorimotor 

pe rf ormanc c .a s found iiv,a group of.autistic children. while 

jP ^ 

communicative capabilities cn a variity of measures varied sub- 

V 

stantially across the child ren, sensorimotor performance was Con- 

k * 

f 

sistertly high - at or above St^ge V in all^ases, a pd 

reYomi n an 11 y at ^or above Stage VI.’ The relationship between 

% sensorimotor performance and, communicative ability that had been- 

• * Ik 

found tin several studies of both normal and retarded children' was 



not Replicated in t h i« sample of autistic children. While these 
results Jo not disconfi-rm t^-e theory that Stage V sensorimotor 

/' 

' * 

skills arc necessary for communicative deve lopinent , they do sug - 


jes * that achieving that level of skill does not predict advanced 

i 


c o m m un i c a V i ve ability. T^at is, they myy be necessary prerequ'i- 

t i 

site skills, but they do' not appear to bp sufficient^ for language 


acquis It i et' within this population. Th^se results’are discussed 

t 

® > , 

'*• 11 h respect to r e cert t ‘ re c omme nca t i oris which call for the inclu- 

* * . T r\ . H 

sion of sensOrim\)tci 

i * 

It is suggested that a fruitful area for ^pt ure research lies in, 
the interface of/ developmental and^heha viora l psychology and that 


) . ( ' .. \\ ; 

\btcr pretr'aTning in lanouage training programs 

\\ " ‘‘ ’ 


an intensified effort oe made 'to continue the translation of 


kr,p„n or su-spect^d developmental processes into ir\tehventi/>n 

, • 4 * ^ # 

procedures for atypical populations. 
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